Abstract: In an effort to attend to the growing concern about the social and environmental impact of organizational activities, several companies have begun to publish corporate sustainability reports. Brazilian power sector, following a worldwide trend, has the great majority of its companies using the
Introduction
In the last two decades, the public, governments, customers and other stakeholders have demonstrated increasing awareness about the social and environmental consequences of human activities in general, particularly those resulting from business operations. As a result, there is growing expectation from companies to assume their social and environmental responsibilities and adjust their business practices in order to mitigate the negative impacts of their operations, while contributing to the communities in which they operate (Juholin, 2004) . Research in this area shows that many companies are responding to these demands by implementing various sustainability initiatives in their activities. Because of that, it is possible to see positive trends such as the growing number of companies that takes initiatives in Corporate Sustainability and the rising number of structures and guidelines developed to support the efforts of companies to become socially responsible (Grasbois, 2012) Roca and Searcy (2012) state that there is no universal definition of Corporate Sustainability. It can be considered as a synonym of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), which can be defined as "adopting business strategies and activities that meet the need of the enterprise and its stakeholders today while protecting, sustaining and enhancing the human and natural resources that will be needed in the future" (IISE, 1992) . Stakeholders not only require companies to implement responsible practices, but also to provide access to information about the scope and effectiveness of adopted social responsibility initiatives (Grasbois, 2012) . However, traditional financial accounting and reporting do not adequately provide for the measurement of social and environmental impact, so that there is a need for broader reporting in organizations (Roca, and Searcy, 2012; Yongvanich and Guthrie, 2006) . Sustainability reports, which integrate accounting on environmental, social and economic issues into so called triple bottom line accounting (Elkington, 1998) , emerge as an attempt to create a communication channel with stakeholders. The information disclosed on those reports is often used in the process of decision making by investors, governments and customers. Thus, according Juholin (2004) , the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility also includes the transparency of companies, as well as consideration to the wishes and expectations of stakeholders. According to the author, the companies work best when their interests are reconciled with the stakeholders'. Gray (2010) have questioned if concepts like sustainability or sustainable development can actually be applied to the corporate level. According to this author, an issue of concern is that through uncritical repetition the terms may be thought to be entering common discourse emasculated and largely trivialized (Gray, 2010 ).
Yet, in an effort to attend to the increasing stakeholder's interest in those issues, several companies are publishing corporate sustainability reports. This activity has been seen as a way for companies to manage public impressions of the organization's operations in order to establish or maintain organizational legitimacy (Hedberg and Malmborg, 2003) . Other examples of reasons for reporting were summarized by Kolk (2010) and include "enhanced ability to track progress against specific targets", "greater awareness of broad environmental issues", "improved all-round credibility from greater transparency", "license to operate and campaign", "reputational benefits", "cost savings identification", and "enhanced staff morale", among others.
The emergence of such reports has been accompanied by numerous attempts over the years to standardize such practices, with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) being the primary mover in establishing international standards for non-financial reporting (Skouloudis et al., 2010) . GRI is the bestknown and more complete framework for voluntary reporting of environmental and social performance by business and other organizations worldwide (Brown et al., 2009; Lozano and Huisingh, 2011) . It was established in 1997 by a number of companies and organizations belonging to the Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES), with the mission of developing globally applicable voluntary guidelines for reporting on economic, environmental and social performance, initially for corporations and eventually for any business or governmental or non-governmental organization (Lamberton, 2005) . The components of GRI reporting framework are the Guidelines for Sustainability Reporting, the Performance Indicators, the GRI Application Levels and the Sector Supplements (GRI, 2006) .
While one of the key strengths of the GRI has been to help popularize a multistakeholder process in sustainability reporting, it has been widely criticized (Roca and Searcy, 2012) . Moneva et al. (2006) state that preliminary evidence from practice seems to show that GRI guidelines are used in a biased way. According to the authors, some organizations that label themselves as GRI reporters do not behave in a responsible way with respect to social or human rights (Moneva et al., 2006) . Another negative point is the fact that the informal nature of the guidelines and the permission to include additional information allow organizations to select which information will be disclosed. This can lead to an inaccurate representation of the organization's activities. Guthrie and Farneti (2008) showed that organizations chose carefully which data would be disclosed in its annual report, which contradicts the expectations of stakeholders regarding the transparency of information. Therefore, it is important to investigate the use of GRI guidelines in different business sectors. In this context, the objective of this paper is to present the findings of a qualitative and explorative research that analyzes the sustainability reporting initiatives of Brazilian electric utilities. As several of these companies have chosen the Global GRI framework as a model for sustainability reporting, this paper evaluates how GRI guidelines are being used by electricity utilities in Brazil.
Research Methodology
To evaluate how the GRI guidelines are being used by electricity companies in Brazil, an exploratory and comparative study was carried out on the sustainability reports of 12 electric utilities. The indicators used and the content of the 2010 reports were analyzed and compared, in order to verify the presence of a pattern in which the distributors use the guidelines and its indicators. It was also checked if the reports follow the GRI principles, if the indicators mandatorily required by National Agency for Electricity (ANEEL) influence the GRI report and if the guidelines are a good model for Brazilian electricity companies.
Selection of the companies
As a scope, only the electric utilities' reports were assessed. Selected companies were members of at least one of these associations: Brazilian Association of Electricity Distributors (ABRADEE), Brazilian Association of Electricity Transmitters (ABRATE) and Brazilian Association of Electricity Generator (ABRAGE). These associations' members are responsible for almost the entire generation, transmission and distribution of electricity in the country. From this list, it was possible to found a clear preference for the GRI framework, among companies that published sustainability reports. However, this study considered only the companies that were at the list available at GRI website. Selected companies were only the ones with report containing GRI content index, which characterizes a report made in the GRI model. Analysis included only those companies that, by the year 2010, had already published at least two GRI reports. The companies selected are listed in TABLE 1 that also shows the level of application of the GRI guidelines. Upon finalization of report, companies should self-declare the level to which they have applied the GRI Reporting Framework. "+" indicates that the report was submitted to external evaluation by third parties. 
Aspects analyzed
Adequacy to GRI principles: To see if GRI guidelines were used adequately by the companies, it was verified if four principles defined by GRI were obeyed. The principles analyzed are the ones described in TABLE 2. Reports should present performance in relation to broader concepts of sustainability. It must be specified how the organization contributes or intends to contribute in the future to the improvement or deterioration of economic, environmental and social issues at local, regional and global levels. Balance
The report should reflect positive and negative aspects of the organization's performance to enable a reasoned assessment of overall performance. Comparability
Reported information should be presented in a manner that enables stakeholders to analyze changes in the organization's performance over time, and could support analysis relative to other organizations. Clarity
Information should be made available in a manner that is understandable and accessible to stakeholders using the report.
Source:Author
The number of indicators used by each company: By comparing the number of indicators of each category used in each GRI report, it was checked if there was uniformity in the way the GRI guidelines were used by the companies. These categories are the dimensions proposed by GRI: Economic, Environmental and Social (the latter being divided into Labor Practices and Decent Work, Human Rights, Society and Product Responsibility). In this paper, the indicators of Electric Utility Sector Supplement are not included.
The influence of ANEEL's requirements in the GRI report:
It was also checked if the mandatory report required by ANEEL could influence the indicator's choice by companies in the reporting process.
Results

Overview of Sustainability in Brazilian Electric Sector
In Brazil, 97% of the population has access to safe and regular electricity (Pereira et al., 2010) . According to the National Agency of Electric Energy (ANEEL), Brazil has more than 61 million units consuming electricity, of which 85% are residential (ANEEL, 2006) . Electricity consumption is unevenly distributed throughout the country. Only the Southeast, according to the National Energy Balance 2011, is responsible for over 50% of residential electricity consumption (EPE, 2011) . The other regions, although displaying a growth in recent years, are responsible for a portion considerably lower of the consumption.
The electricity generation matrix in Brazil is predominantly renewable, with hydropower accounting for 74% of supply. Considering the imports, which are mainly from renewable sources, it can be stated that approximately 85% of electricity in Brazil is generated through renewable sources -not to mention that part of the thermal generation comes from biomass (EPE, 2011).
The Brazilian electric utilities are an example of a group that suffers great pressure from different stakeholders to become socially and environmentally responsible. The reason for that is that the electricity sector is classified as a sensitive industry: at the same time it works as an engine of economic development, it produces high level of environmental and social impacts, both in the construction of hydroelectric plants, as in the operation of power plants and nuclear (Braga, 2011) .
That may explain why, in Brazil, a significant share of companies that use the GRI reporting framework belongs to the energy sector. As it is possible to see in the Figure 1, the energy sector accounts for 25% of total GRI reporting companies.
Figure 1. Number of companies, by sector, that uses the GRI framework (GRI, 2006)
Source:Author
Apart from GRI reporting, most Brazilian electric utilities commit themselves with global agreements, such as the United Nations Global Compact and the Eight Millennium Development Goals, and are interested in taking part of the sustainability indexes, as the Dow Jones Sustainability Index (Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes, 2012) and the Corporate Sustainability Index of Bovespa (ISE, 2012) .
In addition to the indicators proposed by GRI, those companies also use the indicators required by National Agency for Electricity (ANEEL), the Brazilian power regulator. These indicators are present in the "Manual for Development of Social Responsibility Annual Report of Electric Utilities", published by ANEEL in 2006. This manual also provides the necessary guidelines for the elaboration of the mandatory social and environmental reports that the companies should submit annually to the Regulatory Agency. The indicators proposed are divided into social, economic, environmental and sectoral dimensions, similar to the GRI framework. They aim to show relevant information on these dimensions, considering the reality of the Brazilian electric sector.
ANEEL's proposed report is a minimum standard to be developed by companies. According to the regulator, the companies can then choose producing a report based on broader patterns, such as the GRI model, provided it uses all the indicators and the information required in the manual.
It is important to note that, although the GRI model is wider in scope, ANEEL's manual provides more specific indicators to the Brazilian electric sector, requiring more quantitative data than GRI requires. Some indicators, however, are coincident between the two models.
General findings
The study's findings show heterogeneity in the adopted sustainability concept and differences in the choice of indicators by companies, which is demonstrated in the following sections. The quality of the information reported is also quite variable among different companies.
It was observed that, because it is an obligation, the indicators present in the ANEEL guide are more commonly used in the reports of all utilities. On the other hand, GRI indicators, which are voluntary, are used differently between companies. It is also very common the commitment of the companies with the Global Compact Principles (United Nations Global Compact, 2011), even though all the topics of this agreement are covered by GRI indicators. Some companies also follow the Eight Millennium Development Goals (MDG), proposed by the United Nations (Millennium Development Goals, 2011 Despite the differences in the sustainability concepts, it is possible to see that almost all companies go through the triple bottom line concept, which involves people, planet and prosperity. That concept is consistent with the notion coined by IUCN 1980 World Conservation Strategy, that for development to be sustainable it must take into account social and ecological factors, as well as economic ones (IUCN, 1980) . However, except for CEMIG, CPFL and REDE, there is no mention of the notion of long-term in other companies' definitions. This differs from the broad concept of sustainability referred by GRI, which remembers the existence of limits on social and environmental systems.
Also, the companies fail to demonstrate its impacts at local and global levels.
What it is possible to see in reports is an account of good practices of the companies, without, however, the description of their role in maintaining the systems in which they operate.
Balance
The principle of Balance was not obeyed by most companies. Negative information about the company is virtually nonexistent in the reports. Even if an indicator has indicated a worsening in performance (e.g., significant increases in water consumption from one year to another), this information is, in most cases, little explored in the text. It was observed that the reports lack explanations about what led to negative results or about which attitudes are being taken to change this picture. What was seen in the reports was, in general, a description of best practices and initiatives of companies without, however, the explanation about the failures and propositions of improvements.
Comparability
The principle of Comparability was used unevenly among companies. Some companies have demonstrated greater availability of historical data, presenting information of more than three periods prior to the reporting. However, most presented data are for the last three periods. Still there have been cases of companies that disclosed information relating only to the period covered by the report, which prevents comparability. With only the information of a single period, it is not possible to see how the performance of the organization has evolved over the years.
Clarity
Most reports followed the principle of Clarity, making information easy to understand by the public interest. However, it was observed that some companies presented aggregated data. This was the case for most of the holdings, which submitted without proper disaggregation, information on the companies under their control. There were also cases of companies that described the indicators very superficially, which prejudice the understanding of the readers.
The number of indicators used by each company
The findings show that there are significant differences in how the companies use the guidelines. An evidence of that is the difference in the number of indicators chosen by companies. The following graphics contain the quantity of indicators chosen by the 12 companies in each category. The total numbers of core and additional indicators proposed by GRI are in parenthesis.
Economic indicators. Considering the Economic dimension, the level of utilization of indicators is quite variable between companies. It ranges from 44% to 100%, with only CEMIG, ENDESA and TRACTEBEL using all 9 existing indicators. CPFL and REDE used all core indicators. The only indicator that is used by all companies is EC1. The reason seems to be the fact that this indicator is coincident with the table required by ANEEL in the economic-financial dimension of the mandatory Social-Environmental Report. Add (3) Core (6) The use of Society indicators ranges from 58% to 100%. CPFL, LIGHT and TRACTEBEL use all of the 8 indicators of this category. SO1 is the indicator more commonly used by utilities. The choice of this indicator may also be explained by its mandatory use by ANEEL.
Product Responsibility indicators are not widely used by companies. Their level of use ranges from 22% to 100%, with only two companies (CPFL and LIGHT) using all the nine existing indicators. PR5 is the only indicator of this category used by all companies and the reason is the fact that this indicator is about customer satisfaction, coincident with the ones proposed by ANEEL.
Figure 7. Use of Product Responsibility indicators among companies (author calculation)
Source:Author Figure 8 shows the percentage of use of the GRI indicators that exist for each dimension, by company. It is possible to see that only CEMIG, CPFL and TRACTEBEL use more than 80% of the indicators in three dimensions. It is also observed that there is no pattern in the use of indicators. In some companies there is a balance between dimensions, while others have a preference for a certain group. It is curious to observe that in none of the companies, there was a preponderance of environmental indicators.
Figure 8. Percentage of GRI indicators used by distributors in each dimension (author calculation)
The influence of ANEEL's requirements in the GRI report
This part of the analysis aimed to understand if the Manual for the Preparation of the Environmental Report ANEEL influences the GRI report content published by companies. For this, indicators were divided into two groups: the ones that had a correspondent in ANEEL's manual and the ones that were exclusive of GRI guidelines. Then it was assessed the level of utilization of each indicator, which is, for each indicator, the percentage of companies that used it.
It was observed that, for the most part of GRI indicators that have a corresponding indicator in ANEEL's manual, the level of utilization is high. 35% of the indicators of this group were used by all the companies and 83% of the indicators were used by more than 80% of the companies.
The situation is different when we consider the indicators that are exclusive of GRI (not required by ANEEL). In this group, only 3% were used by all companies, and 32% were used by more than 80% of the utilities.
The contrasting results show a trend: GRI indicators that are also required by ANEEL have a high level of use, while the exclusive GRI indicators are less used by companies. It proves the influence of the mandatory report in the disclosure of GRI indicators. 
Negative aspects
Besides the failures in the commitment with the GRI principles, it is possible to highlight other negative aspects in the use of GRI by companies.
The first one is the misuse of GRI Application level. GRI suggests that, upon finalization of companies' report, they should declare the level to which they have applied the GRI Reporting Framework. They are titled C, B, and A, and the reporting criteria found in each level reflects an increasing application or coverage of the guidelines. It was observed that some companies, despite declaring themselves with the maximum level (A) of application of GRI guidelines, they do not follow what this level requires (use of all core indicators and the explanation about the omitted ones).
Another failure observed in the reports is that, sometimes, the indicator is mentioned in GRI content index, but the information about this indicator cannot be found in the report text or it isn't reported following exactly what the GRI indicators protocols proposes.
Discussion
The analysis of the reports showed that although all companies use the same guide for the preparation of the document -the GRI guidelines -there was considerable heterogeneity among the publications. Regarding the use of the guidelines, it was not observed, in general, a commitment of the companies to follow the principles established by GRI, and the reports were elaborated with great freedom. The fact that GRI does not require external verification of the sustainability report corroborates this practice. It is believed that the major problem of the lack of uniformity and external verification is the damage it causes to the comparability between companies. If some companies are not using the GRI guidelines properly, the comparability with those who seek to fit the model is hindered.
The findings also point to a mismatch between the understanding of sustainability as defined by GRI and Brazilian utilities. Although the analyzed companies follow the concept of triple bottom line, which includes social, economic and environmental dimensions, the majority of the reports lack the notion of long-term. The stakeholders are not clear with the companies' impacts at local, regional or global levels. Without the understanding that there are limits to their activities, companies fail to demonstrate how they can contribute to the deterioration or improvement of the environment where they operate. The reports seem to be, thus, only a description of good business practices in the social and environmental areas.
The choice of GRI indicators varies greatly among companies, as we demonstrate in Figure 9 , which shows the total number of indicators selected by each company (among additional and essential indicators).
It is important to emphasize that the use of a greater number of indicators does not mean a better report. We believe, though, that the level of application of the guidelines is not a good basis for comparison, given it assesses how complete the use of GRI framework was by organizations and not how sustainable the company was. This means that an organization classified as level "A" is not necessarily more sustainable than the one evaluated as "B". This classification should not therefore be used as a standard reference, but as an internal feedback on how companies are progressing over time. However this information is, sometimes, used in biased way, creating a false marketing that deceptively reflects the performance of each organization in the pursuit of sustainability.
Besides the differences in the numbers of indicators, differences were noticed in the quality of reports. This diversity is probably due to the fact that GRI guidelines are voluntary and do not require external verification, which allows great liberty to companies. This flexibility, again, affects the comparability between the reports.
Because of that, external verification should be considered as an important step in the process of sustainability reporting. Some reports follow the GRI orientations and are more transparent than others, which report vague information and do not obey the GRI pattern. This way, a third party assessment could ensure, in part, the quality of the reports and the reliability of the data present, thereby increasing the commitment of companies in making better reports.
By analyzing the utilities' reports, it was observed that there was preference for some GRI indicators and that the preferred ones coincided with the indicators required by ANEEL, showing the great influence of the regulatory agency on shaping social and environmental reports. In fact, several GRI indicators are in accordance with the requirements of ANEEL. Thus, the use of GRI guidelines helps the companies meet their obligation with the regulatory agency and, at the same time, gives them the opportunity to report in a more fully way. ANEEL indicators, in turn, are adapted to the reality of the Brazilian electric sector, being, this way, an adequate guide to the sustainability reporting practices of these companies. It is believed that, when properly done, the combined use of the two frameworks can be quite positive.
Conclusions and Recommendations
From this research, it was possible to conclude that GRI is not, in a general way, well used by Brazilian electricity companies. There is much to advance in sustainability reporting in this sector, especially in relation to transparency and quality of the reports.
Nonetheless, the GRI framework can be an interesting model for the account of the sustainability of electric power companies, because GRI is governed by principles designed to ensure the content and quality of information reported and with a legitimate concern about corporate sustainability. They also provide a supplement to the electricity sector, which, despite not being discussed in this study, has thirty new indicators, and sector-specific comments. Since it is an internationally recognized organization and is constantly evolving, GRI can encourage Brazilian companies to constantly improve their use in order to suit the international standards.
It is also important to remember that external verification of the report has been increasingly appreciated and requested by sustainability indexes and by the most demanding stakeholder groups. This verification, if made by serious institutions, could compensate the freedom provided by GRI.
Since the annual social and environmental report in Brazil is defined by law, we cannot say that the practice of reporting is a voluntary initiative in Brazilian electric sector. The quality of the reports, however, associated with the decision to use a larger number of indicators than ANEEL requires, shows that there are other interests of the companies in reporting their social and environmental performances.
One should, however, be aware of how sustainability reports are being used. The business reports should give readers insight into the complexity of management and the companies' dilemmas, what executives think and what is, in fact, the perception of the main public of the corporation. Ideally, companies should produce reports that are closer to journalism than marketing, which would give greater credibility to the information published (Marcondes, 2012) .
The GRI is a rich and interesting initiative, which has much to contribute to the transparency of companies towards their stakeholders. However, if proper use and accuracy of the information reported are not guaranteed, it could become just another element of marketing, which will help society obtain the false image of a company concerned with social and environmental issues.
Considering the great influence of the regulatory agency on the content of GRI reports, one suggestion is that ANEEL should adapt its model of socialenvironmental report to the GRI framework, adding to it the more specific indicators, as an attachment. This would facilitate the process of reporting by companies. For the sustainability reports to be a trustworthy document, it will be necessary that ANEEL also checks the content of reports and requires the companies' goals and objectives, by monitoring their evolution over the years.
